The language of the 'scientific sublime'
On 19 June 1741, a group of young British travellers set out for what was to be an epoch-making expedition to the glaciers of Chamonix. The party consisted of William Windham, his tutor Edward Stillingfleet, Robert Price, Thomas Hamilton, Seventh Earl of Hadinton, and four other men. This was part of their Grand Tour, but they intended to make a serious scientific investigation into the glaciers.
1 The glaciers of Bern had already been studied by Johann Jakob Scheuchzer in his Itinera alpina tria, published in London in 1708 with a dedication to the Royal Society. But no investigation had yet been made into the Mer de Glace at Chamonix. In An Account of the Glacieres or Ice Alps in Savoy (1744), Windham recorded how he was driven y by strong 'curiosity' to conduct an arduous five-hour journey to the glaciers whose 'Beauty and Variety' would provide rich subjects for skilful paintings and 'lively and poetical' imagination (1). On the top of the Montenvers, about 7,000 feet high, he embraced the mixed feelings of 'terror' and 'pleasure' inspired by the 'extraordinary' view:
We had an uninterrupted View quite to the Bottom of the Mountain, and the Steepness of the Descent, join'd to the Height where we were, made a View terrible enough to make most People's Heads turn. In short, after climbing with great Labour for four Hours and three Quarters, we got to the Top of the Mountain; from whence we had the Pleasure of beholding Objects of an extraordinary Nature. We were on the Top of a Mountain, which, as well as we could judge, was at least twice as high as mount Salve, from thence we had a full View of the Glacieres. I own to you that I am extremely at a Loss how to give a right Idea of it; as I know no one thing which I have ever seen that has the least Resemblance to it. Although Windham begins in an impersonal tone, he soon slips into the subjective, anti-mimetic expression, 'I am extremely at a Loss how to give a right Idea of it', to emphasize height, steepness, and the perspective infinity. The emphasis on the ineptitude of linguistic expression for a sublime view is a rhetorical cliché. A picturesque framework is evident, especially when Windham transcribes the 'Pleasure' he derived from the aesthetic quality of the view. Furthermore, on climbing the Maule at Bonneville, he presents a 'Picturesque Prospect' (11) over the snow-covered mountains rising high all around in the form of an amphitheatre.
This aesthetic appreciation of the glacial spectacle, however, is immediately followed in the Account by another analytic report on the shapes t and structures of the glaciers and Windham's discovery that whole glaciers were continually moving downwards. This was confirmed by the Genevan engineer Peter Martel, who set out shortly afterwards to make observations and experiments with proper equipment. He measured the heights and temperatures of every part of the glaciers and even tried to map them out with a camera obscura. He then asserted that 'all the Ice has a Motion from the higher Parts towards the lower', sliding continually towards the outlets into the valley (Windham, 21). He even collected plants for botanical investigation and, furthermore, named the lofty mountain there 'Mont Blanc' for the first time in history (23). The short pamphlet, published at first under Martel's name, and then under Windham's own, promptly won the latter's admission as a fellow to the Royal Society. Their successful expeditions to the Chamonix glaciers set up a new platform for scientific explorations in the eighteenth century. Michel-Gabriel Paccard and Jacques Balmat were inspired to attain the summit of Mont Blanc in August 1786. HoraceBénédict De Saussure also achieved a successful ascent to make thorough scientific observations in the following year.
2 All these narratives contributed to establishing their Alpine images in subsequent travel writings.
But how should we locate them in the genealogy of the sublime? Windham's was one of the earliest scientific discourses on the Alpine glaciers, if not Mont Blanc itself. His experience and narrative style differ from those of the 'Romantic sublime', which Frances Ferguson defines in the Idealistic and Existential context or which Thomas Weiskel defines in the purely aesthetic or psychological framework . Instead, Windham interlaces an objective and methodical narrative with sensational and even romantic moments of ecstasy at the sight of the wonderful scene. In the history of literature, the episode of Thomas Gray and Horace Walpole crossing the Alps during their 1739 Grand Tour has often been taken to epitomize the emergence of the sublime. Seventeen years later, the aesthetics of the sublime was formulated by Edmund Burke in A Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful (1757) and l was further elaborated later by William Gilpin, Uvedale Price, Lord Kames and many others as a component of 'the picturesque'. As such, the sublime came
